Poverty and inequality in the 1980s
No official poverty line is accepted in the UK. The concept of 'relative poverty', as defined by Townsend, 5 The 'trickle-down' effect, by which the poor were supposed to benefit from the general increase in prosperity, has conspicuously failed. In terms of final income the share of the lowest fifth fell from 7 1% in 1979 to 6 3% in 1987 and the highest fifth rose from 38 to 42%. 6 Sixty three normal healthy babies were studied before and after histamine challenge using an inflation jacket and measuring maximal airflow at functional residual capacity (Vmax FRC). They were divided into four groups defined according to parental smoking habits and family history of asthma in first or second degree relatives. Taking F+ and F-to indicate the presence or absence of a family history of asthma, S+ to indicate that one or both parents smoked during the pregnancy and S-to indicate that neither parent smoked, the groups were: (1) F-, S-(2) F+, S-(3) F-, S+ and (4) F+ S+.
Before histam. ine challenge there was no statistically significant difference in Vmax FRC between the four groups of babies though it is noticeable that mean Vmax FRC was lower in those with a family history of asthma (groups 2 and 4). Airway responsiveness as measured by the lowest concentration of histamine to provoke a 40% drop in Vmax FRC was increased in groups 2, 3, and 4 compared with group 1. Thus both parental smoking and family history of asthma led to the baby having more irritable airways. There was no significant difference between groups 2, 3, and 4 in this respect and in particular group 4, in which both factors operated, did no worse than the other 2 groups.
There was a great deal of overlap between the groups as regards the measured values but it is perhaps surprising that significant differences were found at all in view of the all inclusive definition of parental smoking and the inclusion of both first and second degree relatives in the family history. It would be interesting to repeat the work looking at babies with only a first degree family history and those who parents were heavy smokers. Nevertheless the work in Perth has shown that airway reactivity occurs in very young babies and that both genetic and environmental influences appear to play a part even at this young age. The authors intend to continue their studies throughout infancy in an attempt to define more clearly the influences on airway reactivity. ARCHIVIST 
